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1
THERMORESPONSIVE SUBSTRATE WITH
MICROGELS, METHOD FOR ITS
PREPARATION AND CULTURE METHOD
FOR BIOLOGICAL CELLS

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to a thermoresponsive substrate for
receiving biological cells, in particular a substrate whose
surface properties are variable as a function of the tempera-
ture. Furthermore, the invention relates to a method for the
preparation of such a substrate, in particular a method for the
application of thermoresponsive polymer material to a sub-
strate body. Furthermore, the invention relates to a method
for the cultivation of biological cells on a thermoresponsive
substrate. Applications of the invention are given in the in
vitro cultivation of biological cells.

It is generally known to cultivate living biological cells on
substrates external to an organism (in vitro cultivation). A
substrate intended for cultivation (cultivation substrate)
typically features a solid substrate body, e.g. made of glass
or plastic, whose surface (carrier area) is functionalized. By
means of the functionalization, comprising, for example, a
plasma treatment, a coating with proteins (such as e.g.
fibronectin, collagen) or a coating with polymers (such as
e.g. polylysine), an interaction of the cells with the surface
is influenced. There is interest in cultivation substrates
allowing for targeted manipulation of the biological cells
and in particular influencing of, for example, the adhesion,
migration, proliferation, differentiation or cell transforma-
tion (formation of tumor cells). The gentle detachment of the
cells from the surfaces in particular is a fundamental prob-
lem. This occurs typically via an enzyme treatment (trypsi-
nation) which can lead to damages to and losses of the cells.

It was found in experiments that properties of biological
cells can be influenced through the hardness of the surface
of the cultivation substrate. Hardness variations obtained by
sequential coatings with polyacrylamide and biomolecules,
for example, led to different differentiations of mesenchymal
stem cells (see Discher et al. in “Cell” 126 (2006), 677-689).
Furthermore, it is known that the adhesion of biological cells
depends on the hardness of the substrate surface.

Furthermore, thermoresponsive polymers are known. A
thermoresponsive polymer is characterized by having a
switching temperature (“lower critical solution temperature”
(LCST)) in aqueous media. Aqueous media are e.g. pure
water, commercially available buffer solutions, cell culture
media or mixtures of water with organic solvents. Below the
switching temperature, aqueous solutions of thermorespon-
sive polymers are monophasic, above this temperature
biphasic. When thermoresponsive polymers are immobi-
lized on surfaces, they perform a phase transition (confor-
mational transition) in aqueous media when the switching
temperature is exceeded; they are more strongly hydrated
below the switching temperature than above.

It was found that the adhesion on substrates which are
coated with the thermoresponsive (thermosensitive) poly-
mer poly-(N-isopropyl acrylamide) (“PNIPam”) or deriva-
tives thereof and feature the temperature-dependent hydra-
tion can be influenced in a targeted manner as a function of
the temperature (see N. Yamada et al. in “Makromol.
Chem.” 11 (1990), 571; C. Williams et al. in “Adv. Mater.”
21 (2009), 2161-2164, O. Ernst et al. in “Lab Chip” 7
(2007), 1322). This property was also shown with polyeth-
ylene glycol (PEG)-based polymers (see E. Wischerhoff et
al. in “Angew. Chem.” (2008), 5666).
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Conventional substrates whose surfaces are coated with
thermoresponsive polymers (e.g. WO 2004/011669) can
have disadvantages both in terms of the preparation of the
coating and the suitability for cell cultivation. For example,
the preparation of a substrate coated with a thermorespon-
sive polymer requires several elaborate process steps which
are realized with an expensive apparatus assembly. Further-
more, there is only limited variability of the polymer com-
position. For example, the thermal response behavior of the
thermoresponsive polymer can change or disappear if a
second polymer component is added to the polymer. Thus,
there is only limited flexibility with regard to the introduc-
tion of another functionalization of a substrate coated with
a thermoresponsive polymer.

Different protocols for the functionalization of the sub-
strate body were developed for the preparation of substrates
coated with thermoresponsive polymers, such as e.g. reac-
tions with silanes, a plasma treatment or a chemical treat-
ment. In this connection, functional groups, such as e.g.
—NH,, —COOH or epoxides, are provided on the surface
of the substrate body which enable the complementary
functionalized molecules, such as, in particular, the thermo-
responsive polymers, a covalent attachment. In this connec-
tion, a limited reproducibility and controllability of the
functionalization, in particular with regard to the attachment
density and homogeneity, as well as the limitation to specific
substrate materials and chemical substances and a limitation
to hard, planar substrate bodies have proven to be disad-
vantageous. The preparation of a surface with defined mix-
tures of different molecules is only possible in specific
exceptional cases and with a great deal of effort.

The following property of thermoresponsive polymers
has particularly proven to be disadvantageous for the culti-
vation of biological cells. A thermoresponsive polymer is in
general a polymer which experiences a physical phase
transition as a function of the temperature, wherein a rear-
rangement of polymer chains takes place, for example.
While the phase transition in a liquid solution within a
temperature range of a few © C. is sharply defined, thermo-
responsive polymers immobilized in layers are characterized
by a wide temperature profile of the phase transition. Thus,
it was found that a cooling-down from 37° C. to tempera-
tures below 20° C. for up to an hour is required for certain
types of adherent cells to release the adhesion from the
surface of the substrate (see “Application Notes™ for the
PNIPam-coated UpCell cultivation substrates from the
manufacturer Nunc). However, such a cooling-down for this
time is undesired due to the possible influencing of the cell
function associated therewith. Furthermore, it was discov-
ered in practice that thermoresponsive polymer layers can be
insufficiently effective for different cell lines, such as e.g.
MCF7 tumor cells or MG63 osteoblast cells.

Conventional techniques are further characterized by dis-
advantages in the cultivation with so-called co-cultures. As
a cell type to be cultivated requires messengers (paracrine
factors) from other cells for the growth or the maintenance
of vitality in the adherent state, the cultivation, the growth or
manipulative or analytical processes of adherent cells often
have to be performed together in the co-culture (e.g. stem
cells and feeder cells or melanocytes and keratinocytes). For
the subsequent separation of the cells, only methods based
on a cell separation in liquid cell suspensions are available
up to now. For this, the cells have to be detached from the
substrate and transferred into a separating device (flow
cytometer) which has significant disadvantages due to the
time and preparation expenditure and the low yield. In
particular for samples with cell counts of less than 10° cells,
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the conventional cell separation is not workable as an
excessively high number of cells is lost during the formation
of the suspension and the separation in the flow cytometer.

OBIECTS OF THE INVENTION

The object of the invention is to provide an improved
thermoresponsive substrate for receiving biological cells, by
means of which disadvantages of the conventional technique
are overcome. The object of the invention is in particular to
provide an improved thermoresponsive substrate which is
characterized by simple preparation, high flexibility in the
setting of surface properties, expanded functionalization
capability, suitability for an increased number of cell types
and/or suitability for a gentle cell cultivation and adhesion
control with small temperature differences. Another object
of the invention is to provide an improved method for the
preparation of a thermoresponsive substrate, in particular for
receiving biological cells, by means of which disadvantages
of conventional methods for the substrate preparation are
overcome. Another object of the invention is to provide an
improved culture method using a thermoresponsive sub-
strate, by means of which disadvantages and limitations of
conventional culture methods are overcome.

These objects are achieved by a substrate and a method of
the invention.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

According to a first aspect of the invention, a substrate, in
particular for receiving biological cells, is provided which
has a substrate body having a carrier area. According to the
invention, thermoresponsive microgels are disposed on the
carrier area. In contrast to conventional thermoresponsive
substrates having isotropic or homogeneous polymer layers,
the substrate according to the invention is characterized by
a carrier area of the substrate body on which thermorespon-
sive microgels (particles containing a thermoresponsive or
thermosensitive polymer) are exposed. The thermorespon-
sive microgels are polymer particles fixed to the carrier area
which exhibit a physical phase transition between different
hydration states at a predetermined critical temperature
(switching temperature).

According to a second aspect of the invention, a method
for the preparation of the substrate according to the inven-
tion is provided wherein thermoresponsive microgels are
produced as a dispersion (microgel dispersion, u-gel disper-
sion). To provide the thermoresponsive microgels on the
carrier area of the substrate body, the dispersion is applied
to the carrier area wherein thermoresponsive microgels
which contact the carrier area are connected with the latter
while excessive microgels are separated, e.g. washed off the
carrier area.

According to a third aspect of the invention, a method for
the cultivation of biological cells on the substrate according
to the invention is provided wherein the biological cells are
disposed in contact with the exposed thermoresponsive
microgels. According to the invention, cultivation condi-
tions for the cells on the substrate are set such that the cells
are subjected to a nondestructive detachment (separation
from the substrate), a growth, a differentiation and/or a cell
migration.

The provision of a cultivation substrate having thermo-
responsive microgels according to the invention has a num-
ber of advantages with regard to the setting of physical
and/or chemical surface properties, the targeted modification
of surface properties, the preparation of the substrate and the
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creation of new applications or functions of cultivation
substrates. The inventors have found that the phase transi-
tion of the thermoresponsive microgels takes place within a
narrow temperature range which is comparable with the
narrow temperature profile of the phase transition of dis-
solved thermoresponsive polymers. Wide temperature pro-
files over intervals of 20° C. to 30° C., as they occur with
conventional, isotropic polymer layers, are avoided accord-
ing to the invention.

The inventors have found that the phase transition is
characterized by a change of the solidity parameter of the
thermoresponsive polymer (e.g. hardness, plastic or elastic
deformability, in particular Young’s modulus). Together
with the solidity parameter, the adhesion of cells changes
below and above a critical temperature of the phase transi-
tion (switching temperature of the polymer). At the same
time, the water content of the thermoresponsive polymer
changes. As a result, the adhesion of the cells is influenced.
The setting of the adhesion is advantageously possible with
higher reliability and reproducibility than with conventional
polymer layers. The inventors have found that with the
phase transition of the immobilized microgels, a signifi-
cantly increased number of surface interactions is offered or
interrupted and thus the reliability of a temperature-con-
trolled release of the cells is improved.

With regard to the targeted modification of surface prop-
erties, it has shown to be particularly advantageous that
substrates according to the invention can be subjected to a
functionalization for the biological cells without the ther-
moresponsive microgels losing their response behavior.
Advantages for the preparation of the substrate according to
the invention result from the stability of the particle disper-
sion over weeks or months and the immediate usability of
the substrate after the coating of the carrier area with the
microgels. The functionalization of thermoresponsive sub-
strates provides new applications, e.g. for a passive control
of a cell migration on the substrate surface or a targeted
detachment of cells in predetermined substrate regions.

The substrate according to the invention is a cultivation
substrate for biological cells. The substrate is configured for
receiving biological cells and providing physiological cul-
tivation conditions. In particular, the substrate is adapted for
receiving the cells in a liquid cultivation medium, i.e. the
carrier area is suited to receive the cultivation medium. The
substrate body may be produced from a solid material which
can be stiff or resilient (ductile). The material of the substrate
body is preferably temperature-stable and in particular not
thermoresponsive. The carrier area is preferably a flat area,
however, alternatively, it can be formed such that it is
curved.

The thermoresponsive microgels include a polymer which
exhibits the phase transition in a physiological temperature
range. The phase transition which is in particular a volume
phase transition preferably takes place at a temperature
below 40° C., in particular below 37° C., e.g. below 35° C.
The phase transition preferably takes place at a temperature
above 10° C., in particular above 20° C., e.g. above 32° C.
The temperature interval wherein the phase transition takes
place is preferably smaller than 15° C., in particular smaller
than 20° C., such as e.g. 5° C. or less.

The thermoresponsive microgels are preferably made
from at least one uncharged and non-ionizable polymer.
With particular preference, the microgels consist at least on
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their surface of the at least one uncharged and non-ionizable
polymer. By doing so, undesired interactions with the cell
surface are advantageously minimized.

According to preferred embodiments of the invention, the
thermoresponsive microgels are formed from at least one of
the polymers of the following polymers or polymer groups:
(1) poly-(N-isopropyl acrylamide),

2 —X—(—CH,—CR,COO—R,—),—(—CH,—
CR,COO0—R;—),—R, or a copolymer thereof,

3) —X—[(—CH,—CR,COO—R,—),—(—CH,—
CR,COO0—R;—),—R,], or a copolymer thereof, wherein

X is a coupling group to the carrier area, R,=H or CHj;,
R,/R;=aliphatic hydrocarbon chains having at least one
ether group, preferably having 1 to 20 ether groups (pref-
erably polyethylene oxide), and R, is —H, an aliphatic
hydrocarbon chain or a functional group, such as e.g.
-halogen, —Nj, -thiocarbonyl, -(di)thiocarbamyl
(4) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

O N O

Ry

with R, R,, R; and R,=H or alkyl, preferably R, isopropyl,
R,=H, n=0,

(5) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

with R, R,=—H, -alkyl, preferably —H and —CH,, par-
ticularly preferably —H with R, R,, Rs and R.=—H, -alkyl,
alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably —R;=-isopropyl, —R,=
H, —Rs and —R=C,H;, —CH; or —H, particularly
preferably —R;=-isopropyl and —R,=—H and m:n=100:0
and/or R, R,, R5 and

ORy
Rg= —
OR5, _\—ORS,

R0

with R, to R;;=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, -alkyl-
oyl, at least one R=H,

w
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(6) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

(6] HO
O
3

¢
JJ

O o)
R ¥ Ry Y

with R, R,=H or CHj;, R;, R,=H or alkyl, x, y=0 to 20,

(7) homo- and copolymers of the general structure

with R, R,=—H, -alkyl, preferably —H and —CHj;, par-
ticularly preferably —CHS,,

with R;, R=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and —CHy, particularly preferably —H, wherein:

if Ry=—H, Re=—H

with R,, R&—=H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and/or —CHj, particularly preferably —CH;, wherein
if R;, R&=H and R,, R&=—CHj;, x=1 and y=7.5, m:n is
preferably between 95:5 and 90:10, particularly preferably
at 93:7, and

if R;, R=H and R,, R=—CHj,, x=1 and y=4.5, m:n is
preferably between 93:7 and 80:20 and particularly prefer-
ably at 85:15,
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(8) homo- and copolymers of the general structure

with R, R,=—H, -alkyl, preferably —H and —CH,, par-
ticularly preferably —H,

with R;, R;=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and —CH,;, particularly preferably —H, wherein

if R;=—H, R=—H

with R,, Re=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and/or —CHj;, particularly preferably —H, wherein
if R;, R,=—H and R,, R&=H, x=3 and y=4, m:n is
preferably between 65:35 and 45:55, particularly preferably
between 60:40 and 50:50,

(9) homo- and copolymers of the general structure

Ry Ry
m n
O O
O R3 (@] RS
|_|_. . |_|_. ,
Ry R

with R, R,=—H, -alkyl, preferably —H and —CH,, par-
ticularly preferably —H,

with R;, R;=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and —CH,;, particularly preferably —H, wherein

if Ry;=—H, Re=—H,

with R,, Re=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and/or —CHj;, particularly preferably —H,
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(10) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

with R, R,=H or CH;, R;, R,=H or alkyl, x, y=2 to 20,

(11) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

n

N
\
(CHy)x
0

with R,=H or CH;, x=3 to 5, copolymers with x=3 and X>3,

(12) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

AL

o) R, O R
I_|_'x I_|_'y
Ry R4

with R, R;=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and —CHy, particularly preferably —H, wherein

if Ry;=—H, R.=—H,

with R,, R,=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and/or —CHj;, particularly preferably —CH;,

(13) homo- or copolymers of the general structure
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-continued

Ry Ry
m n
(@)
R;

-
BAP

with R, R,=—H, -alkyl, preferably —H and —CHj;, par-
ticularly preferably —H,

with R;, R=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and —CHy, particularly preferably —H, wherein

if Ry;=—H, Rs=H, with R,, Re=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl,
alkynyl, aryl, preferably —H and/or —CH,;, particularly
preferably —H,

(14) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

L
A P

with R, R,=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl,
(15) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

N
LA

or copolymers of the three elements in compositions

with R,=—H, -alkyl, preferably —H and —CH,, particu-
larly preferably —H,

with R,, R;=—H
with 2=n<10, preferably 3=n=<6

EJD_J{i

R3

, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl

(16) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

P

with —R=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—R=-alkyl, particularly preferably

3

15

20

25

30

40

50

55

60

65

10

(17) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

TT

R,

with R;, R;=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and —CH,, wherein

if R,=—H, R,=—H

Wlth R,, R,=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably
—H and/or —CHj,

(18) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

with R;, R,=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl,
(19) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

N

0 o)
Rl/ Rz/

with R, R,=—H
R,=—CH,;, n=0,
(20) homo- or copolymers of the general structure

B OR,
ORs
0
0 A
TR0 o8 J o
OR,

— —In

, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, preferably

with R, to Re=—H, -alkyl, alkenyl, alkynyl, aryl, -alkyl-oyl,
at least two R=H,

(21) homo- or copolymers of an analogous structure as
under 19, based on other polysaccharide scaffolds than
cellulose,

(22) homo- or copolymers with elastine-like units,

(23) copolymers of all the above-mentioned units with
changed monomers.

The mentioned copolymers can be random, alternating or
block copolymers.

In the polymers according to (4) to (25), at least one
terminal unit of the polymer backbone preferably includes a
coupling group to the carrier area.

The carrier area can be the immediate surface of the
substrate body, e.g. made of glass, silicon or plastics, such
as polystyrene, COP (cycloolefin polymer), polycarbonate,
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or can be formed on this by a metal film, e.g. made of gold,
silver, platinum, titanium or chromium. Depending on the
chemical composition of the carrier area, X can be a
functional group, such as e.g. —SS—, —SH, —COOH,
—NH,, (SS is a bilaterally, symmetrically substituted disul-
fide group). Preferably, n+m is >10.

These polymers have proven to be particular advanta-
geous in terms of biocompatibility and flexibility when
setting physical or chemical surface properties.

The microgels on the carrier area can all be formed
identically from a single polymer. When the microgels are
formed from at least two different polymers according to an
alternative variant, this can result in advantages in the setting
of the surface properties. Furthermore, in this case, micro-
gels having different compositions can be disposed on the
carrier area. Microgels having different compositions can be
arranged separately according to subregions, for example, to
provide different cultivation conditions on the carrier area.
Alternatively, the microgels having the different composi-
tions can be disposed admixed and distributed on the carrier
area. Alternatively or additionally, the microgels can have
different diameters. For example, thermoresponsive micro-
gels having different diameters can be fixed separately in
different subregions of the carrier area or be disposed
admixed and distributed on the carrier area.

Advantageously, microgels having predetermined diam-
eters of the dispersed, colloidal particles can be produced
(see M. Andersson, S. L. Maunu in “J. Poly. Sci.” B 44
(2006), 3305; X. Wu et al. in “Coll. Poly. Sci.” 272 (1994),
467). This allows to targetedly set the size or, if particles
having different diameters are disposed, the different sizes of
the thermoresponsive microgels. According to preferred
embodiments of the invention, the thermoresponsive micro-
gels have a diameter of at least 10 nm, in particular at least
20 nm, particularly preferably at least 50 nm, such as e.g. at
least 100 nm. The upper limit of the particle diameter is
preferably 50 um. The diameter of the thermoresponsive
microgels is particularly preferably less than or equal to 30
um, in particular less than or equal to 20 pm, such as e.g. 10
um or less, e.g. less than 1 pm.

According to another variant, the thermoresponsive
microgels can have a core-shell structure, wherein a core can
consist of either a non-thermoresponsive material, in par-
ticular a solid carrier particle, or a cross-linked thermo-
responsive material. The shell preferably consists exclu-
sively of the thermoresponsive polymer material. The use of
the solid carrier particle which can be formed from inorganic
glass, metal, ceramics or plastics, in particular polymethyl
methacrylate or polystyrene, for example, can have advan-
tages with regard to the provision of a certain minimum
hardness of the surface of the substrate according to the
invention. The cohesion of the cores of the thermorespon-
sive microgels is preferably caused by secondary-valence
interactions (non-covalent interactions between molecules,
such as van der Waals interaction, hydrogen bridge bond,
hydrophobic interaction) or by chemical cross-linking.

Furthermore, core-shell particles offer the possibility to
integrate non-cross-linked or weakly cross-linked polymer
chains into a microgel without affecting the mechanical
cohesion of the particle. Non-cross-linked or weakly cross-
linked microgels have the advantage that the thermorespon-
sive chains remain very mobile and the conformational
change during the phase change thus can have a better effect.
If weakly cross-linked particles are employed, the cross-
linking density should be no more than 1 per 20 repeating
units and preferably be between 1 per 100 and 1 per 500
repeating units. To achieve a pronounced thermoresponsive
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effect, the thickness of the shell should be at least 10 nm and
at most 400 nm, preferably be between 30 and 100 nm.
General examples for the production of core-shell particles
are given, for example, by Schuller in “Kolloid Z. Z.
Polym.” 211, 113-121 (1966), Fulda et al. in “Progr. Colloid
Polym. Sci.” 101, 178-183 (1996), or Gao et al. in “Mac-
romolecules™ 39, 3154-3160 (2006).

The thickness of the layer of thermoresponsive microgels
on the carrier area is preferably less than or equal to the
diameter of the microgels. The microgels preferably form a
monolayer. In particular, a closed monolayer, i.e. a closed
covering of the carrier area with the microgels, or a sub-
monolayer with gaps between the microgels can be pro-
vided. As the fixed microgels can have a leveled shape, the
thickness of the layer of thermoresponsive microgels can be
less than the particle diameter. In comparison to multilayers,
microgel monolayers have the advantage that the adhesion
of the biological cells can be controlled with greater reli-
ability.

Alternatively, a layer can include several layers of the
thermoresponsive microgels. In this case, advantages can
result due to a greater robustness to defects.

According to a particularly preferred embodiment of the
invention, the carrier area can be provided with an adhesion
promoter. Every substance that is suitable for the immobi-
lization of the microgels and biocompatible can be used as
an adhesion promoter. The adhesion promoter can form a
covalent bond with the carrier area and the thermorespon-
sive polymer, for example. Furthermore, specific biological
receptor-ligand bonds, such as e.g. the bond of streptavidin
and biotin, can be used for the immobilization of the
polymers. Finally, the adhesion promoter can be construed
for coupling the polymer by an unspecific interaction, such
as e.g. a charge interaction, a hydrophobic interaction or a
van der Waals interaction. By means of these interactions,
the thermoresponsive polymer is well anchored on the
carrier area, regardless of the temperature. The anchoring of
the particles on the carrier area persists, regardless of the
phase transition of the thermoresponsive polymer.

According to another, particularly preferred embodiment
of the invention, the substrate is provided with at least one
modulator substance. The at least one modulator substance
is disposed on the exposed surface of the substrate, i.e.
between the thermoresponsive microgels and/or at least
partially covering these. Advantageously, the provision of
the at least one modulator substance allows for a function-
alization of the substrate. Thus, this embodiment of the
invention constitutes a significant improvement in compari-
son to conventional cultivation substrates having thermo-
responsive polymers which would be unsuited for such a
functionalization. In contrast thereto, the at least one modu-
lator substance allows for influencing of the cultivation
conditions on the substrate without affecting the temperature
behavior of the microgels.

Advantageously, different types of modulator substances
can be provided alone or in combination. For example,
modulator substances can be provided which increase the
adhesion capability of the biological cells (adhesion-increas-
ing modulator substances, cell-attracting molecules). In this
connection, at least one of the following substances is
provided:

biomolecules, such as e.g. fibronectin, collagen, laminin,

-adhesion-promoting peptides, such as e.g. peptides
including the amino acid sequence RGD,

synthetic polymers, such as e.g. poly-L-lysine, polysty-

rene sulfonate, polyallylamine, polyethyleneimine.
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Alternatively, modulator substances can be provided
which reduce the adhesion capability of the biological cells
(adhesion-reducing modulator substances, cell-repelling
molecules). In this case, at least one of the following
substances is used as a modulator substance:

proteins, such as e.g. bovine serum albumin, BSA,

adhesion-reducing peptides, such as e.g. peptides with a

high leucine and isoleucine content,

synthetic polymers, such as e.g. polymers including

chains of polyethylene glycol (“PEG™), and

lipids.

Furthermore, adhesion-increasing and adhesion-reducing
modular substances can be provided combined on a sub-
strate. For example, the modulator substances having dif-
ferent effects can be disposed separately in different subre-
gions of the carrier area or be disposed admixed and
distributed on the carrier area. In the latter case, an effective
adhesion capability can be set in the surface of the substrate
via the mixing ratio of adhesion-increasing and adhesion-
reducing modulator substances, wherein the temperature-
dependent fixing or detachment of cells is maintained via the
simultaneous provision of the thermoresponsive microgels.

According to another variant of the invention, a modula-
tor substance can be provided alternatively or additionally
which is suitable for inducing cellular reactions in the
biological cells. For example, it can be provided for a
modulator substance attaching to surface receptors of the
cells to trigger the reactions. For this function, substances,
such as e.g. proteins of the extracellular matrix (ECM), such
as fibronectin, antibodies to receptors (EGFR) binding
growth factors, or antibodies e.g. to CD 28 and CD 3 of
T-cells (activation of the immune response), are particularly
preferably provided.

Another advantage of the invention results from the
flexibility of the provision of the at least one modulator
substance. According to a first variant, modulator particles
are provided which consist of the at least one modulator
substance or are coated with it and are disposed between the
thermoresponsive microgels on the carrier area. The modu-
lator particles can advantageously be added to the microgel
and applied with the latter to the carrier area. Alternatively
or additionally, the at least one modulator substance can be
formed as a substance layer on the carrier area on which the
thermoresponsive particles can be disposed.

According to another embodiment of the invention, a
spatial modulation of the surface properties of the substrate
on the carrier area can advantageously be provided. The
carrier area has different surface properties in at least two
subregions. Advantageously, the subregions can be formed
by disposing at least one of the thermoresponsive microgels,
the adhesion promoter and the at least one modulator
substance on the carrier area having at least one spatial
density gradient. At least one of the mentioned components
of the surface of the substrate is provided with a spatial
density which is variable in at least one direction along the
carrier area. The density gradient can be formed incremen-
tally or continuously. The provision of the at least one
density gradient advantageously allows the cells along the
carrier area to present different adhesion capabilities, differ-
ent temperature reactions, different cellular reactions, such
as e.g. different differentiations, and/or different cell migra-
tions.

According to another advantageous embodiment of the
invention, at least one cultivation cavity can be provided on
the carrier area. The cultivation cavity is a protrusion
projecting beyond the carrier area which is formed partially
covering the carrier area. The cultivation cavity comprises
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e.g. the shape of a unilaterally open hollow space or a pocket
and is adapted for receiving at least one biological cell. By
means of the cultivation cavity, spatial cultivation conditions
are replicated which are given in the cultivation in a cell
aggregate.

Advantageously, the at least one density gradient for the
functionalization of the surface of the substrate can be
formed in such a way that cells migrate to the cultivation
cavity to be subjected there to another cultivation and/or
differentiation.

The substrate according to the invention is construed for
the cultivation of biological cells. To this end, the substrate
body is preferably a part of a cultivation device, such as e.g.
a culture vessel or a fluidic device, in which cells are
cultivatable, such as e.g. a fluidic microsystem. The sub-
strate body can be fixed with the cultivation device, e.g.
form the bottom of the culture vessel, or can be detachable
from the cultivation device, e.g. constitute a part that can be
inserted into a culture vessel.

The method according to the invention for the cultivation
of'biological cells can be performed with one or more of the
following method steps. For example, the setting of the
adhesion of the biological cells on the substrate can be
provided by setting the temperature of the substrate. The
setting of the temperature can be provided globally for the
entire substrate or locally for at least one subregion. By
means of setting the temperature, a solidity parameter of the
substrate surface is influenced. Furthermore, the setting of a
cell type-specific migration of at least one type of the
biological cells can be provided by instigating at least one
cell type, e.g. at least one differentiation type, along a
density gradient of a modulator substance to migrate. Fur-
thermore, the setting of the migration of at least one cell type
can be provided by means of the density gradient of the
modulator substance such that the biological cells migrate
into a cultivation cavity.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF SEVERAL VIEWS OF
THE DRAWINGS

The patent or application file contains at least one drawing
executed in color. Copies of this patent or patent application
publication with color drawing(s) will be provided by the
Office upon request and payment of the necessary fee.

Further details and advantages of the invention will be
described below with reference to the attached drawings.
The figures show as follows:

FIG. 1: a schematic perspective view of a first embodi-
ment of the substrate according to the invention;

FIGS. 2A, 2B and 2C: schematic illustrations of the phase
transition of thermoresponsive microgels;

FIGS. 3A, 3B and 3C: experimental results showing the
phase transition of thermoresponsive microgels;

FIG. 4: a schematic illustration of a thermoresponsive
microgel having a core-shell structure;

FIGS. 5, 6, 7, 8A and 8B: further embodiments of
substrates according to the invention;

FIG. 9: a schematic illustration of a cultivation device
equipped with the substrate according to the invention;

FIGS. 10, 11A, 11B, 11C, 12A, 12B, 13A, 13B, 13C and
13D: schematic illustrations of further embodiments of
substrates according to the invention equipped with at least
one modulator substance;

FIGS. 14 to 17: schematic illustrations of further embodi-
ments of substrates according to the invention having den-
sity gradients of surface components; and
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FIG. 18: a schematic illustration of a substrate according
to the invention having a cultivation cavity.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

Preferred embodiments of the invention are described
below with reference to the provision of thermoresponsive
microgels on the carrier area of a cultivation substrate and its
optionally provided functionalization. Details of cultivation
methods, in particular methods for the handling of biological
cells and their targeted influencing, are not described as they
are known from the prior art. Furthermore, it is emphasized
that the appended drawings are schematic, enlarged illus-
trations of sections of the cultivation substrate according to
the invention. The implementation of the invention in prac-
tice is not limited to the illustrations, but possible with
modified shapes, sizes and compositions of the substrates.

FIG. 1 shows—in a schematic perspective view—a first
embodiment of the substrate 10 according to the invention
having the substrate body 1, on the upper side (carrier area
2) of which the thermoresponsive microgels 3 are disposed.
The substrate body 1 consists of e.g. metals, such as gold,
titanium, platinum, glass, silicon wafer, or plastic, such as
polystyrene, COP, polycarbonate, the surface of which
forms the carrier area 2. The thermoresponsive microgels 3
are formed from the colloidal constituents of a thermo-
responsive polymer. Other than the schematically illustrated
spherical shape, the thermoresponsive microgels 3 can in
practice have e.g. a hemispherical shape or a shape which is
irregularly deformed depending on the coating conditions.

The thermoresponsive microgels 3 which are e.g. pro-
duced from PNIPam display the phase transition schemati-
cally illustrated in FIGS. 2A to 2C. The thermoresponsive
microgels 3 comprise a cross-linked core 3.1 from which
polymer chains 3.2 are formed radially protruding to the
outside. Above a critical temperature (“Lower Critical Solu-
tion Temperature”, LCST; switching temperature), which for
cultivation applications is typically chosen to be a few ° C.,
e.g. 2°C. 10 10° C. below 37° C., the polymer chains 3.2 are
present in a collapsed state (FIG. 2A). When cooling down
by a predetermined temperature difference AT and going
below the critical temperature, the polymer chains 3.2
change into a non-collapsed (swollen) state (FIG. 2B). The
size of the thermoresponsive microgels are described with a
hydrodynamic radius which is lower in the collapsed state
(R1) than in the non-collapsed state (R2). In the non-
collapsed state, i.e. below the critical temperature, chain
bridges 3.3 can remain between the polymer chains 3.2
(FIG. 2C) which is affecting the mechanical deformation
properties and thus the adhesion properties of the substrate
10 for biological cells.

In a practical example, the radius R1 of the collapsed
particles is chosen to be e.g. within the range of from 2 nm
to 5 pm. Correspondingly, a radius R2 in the non-collapsed
state can be achieved e.g. within the range of from 4 nm to
10 pm (e.g. 200 nm to 420 nm or 300 nm to 480 nm, see Wu
et al. in “Coll. Poly. Sci.” 272 (1994) 467; e.g. 92 nm to 200
nm, from 42 nm to 97 nm, from 29 nm to 65 nm and from
19 nm to 35 nm, see M. Andersson et al. in “J. Poly. Sci.”
B 44 (2006), 3305).

To immobilize the thermoresponsive microgels 3 on the
carrier area 2, a microgel dispersion is initially produced
which contains the microgel particles as colloidal particles.
The radius R1 is set through the reaction conditions during
the production of the microgel. The microgel dispersion can
be stored stably.
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In the production of the microgel dispersion, the follow-
ing parameters of the particles are preferably set:

polymer chain length,

cross-linking density (e.g. formation of chain bridges),

particle radius R1 in the collapsed state,

particle radius R2 in the non-collapsed state,

Young’s modulus in the collapsed state,

Young’s modulus in the non-collapsed state, and

(optionally) radial stiffness gradient from the inside to the

outside.

The microgel parameters are chosen depending on the
application of the substrate 10. Although a complex param-
eter space is spanned with the mentioned properties, the
choice of the parameters to be used concretely is possible
depending on the cells to be cultivated and the cultivation
conditions to be implemented (geometrically, physically and
chemically), e.g. by simple tests or by using tabular values.
The inventors have found that a strong correlation exists
between the adhesion of biological cells on the thermo-
responsive microgels 3 and their elastic properties such that
it is possible to achieve an optimization of the cultivation
conditions through the choice of elastic properties of the
microgel in particular. For example, it was found that, when
changing the Young’s modulus of the microgels from 600
kPa (above the LCST) to 100 kPa (below the LCST) (see
FIG. 3C), very good adhesion or cell detachment properties
are obtained.

To prepare the substrate 10, the microgel is applied to the
carrier area 2. A deposition technique known per se, such as
e.g. spin coating, immersion, spraying, stamping or dispens-
ing, e.g. with needles or dispenser nozzles, is used. The
thermoresponsive microgels 3 which come into contact with
the carrier area 2 form e.g. a covalent bond with the latter.
The coated carrier area 2 is subsequently washed, e.g. with
water to separate the excess, unbound particles. As sche-
matically shown in FIG. 1, the thermoresponsive microgels
3 fixed to the carrier area 2 can form a regular, dense
package or alternatively an irregular package with gaps.

Drying of the carrier area 2 provided with the microgels
3 can subsequently be scheduled. However, the drying
process is not mandatory. Alternatively, an additional func-
tionalization or the cultivation of biological cells can be
scheduled immediately after the washing. Furthermore, ster-
ilization of the exposed surface of the thermoresponsive
particles, e.g. by ionizing radiation (gamma radiation) or
gassing (e.g. with ethylene oxide) can be scheduled.

As schematically illustrated in FIG. 1, at least one bio-
logical cell 21 is adherently disposed on the surface with
thermoresponsive microgels 3 in the collapsed state. By
lowering the temperature, the phase transition of the ther-
moresponsive microgels 3 into the non-collapsed state can
be induced in which the hardness of the surface with the
thermoresponsive microgels 3 is reduced in comparison to
the collapsed state. The at least one biological cell 21 has a
reduced adhesion capability on the surface having the
reduced hardness such that it can be detached, e.g. rinsed off
by the liquid culture medium above the substrate (not shown
in FIG. 1).

Experimental results showing the phase transition of
thermoresponsive microgels 3 are shown exemplarily in
FIG. 3. FIG. 3A illustrates the topography of individual
microgels 3 (PNIPam) measured with an atomic force
microscope for different temperatures. Swelling curves of
the microgels 3 in the adsorbed state are shown in FIG. 3B.
The small graphic in FIG. 3B shows mean height profiles in
the apex of the microgels 3 (height H as a function of the
diameter coordinate, each in um). Finally, FIG. 3C illustrates
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the temperature dependence of the Young’s modulus of the
microgels derived from measurements with the atomic force
microscope. While the Young’s modulus is greater than 300
kPa at 37° C., the Young’s modulus is reduced at 25° C. to
values of less than 100 kPa. At the same time, the particles
have a lower water content of about 65% at the higher
temperature while the water content of the microgels is
about 90% at 25° C.

The experimental results show that the thermal response
behavior of the microgels 3, in particular the sharp tempera-
ture profile of the phase transition in the adsorbed state is
comparable with the liquid state. Experimental tests with
mouse fibroblasts have shown that the adhesion of the
fibroblasts on the surface within the temperature range in
which the phase transition was measured via the change in
the Young’s modulus could be altered from an adherent state
at temperatures above the phase transition into a non-
adherent state at temperatures below the phase transition.

Above the phase transition, e.g. at 37° C., the cells have
a bigger contact area with the substrate than at temperatures
below the phase transition.

FIGS. 4 to 6 show variants of the invention which can be
chosen in particular depending on the concrete cultivation
task. For example, according to FIG. 4, a thermoresponsive
microgel 3 having a core-shell structure is provided. The
core 3.4, e.g made of latex, is unchangeable under the
cultivation conditions and in particular in the case of a
temperature change. The shell 3.5 is formed by the thermo-
responsive polymer, e.g. PNIPam. The preparation of a
microgel dispersion for the formation of particles having a
core-shell structure is known per se (see Hellweg et al. in
“Langmuir” 20 (2004), 4330; Fernandez-Barbero et al. in
“Phys Rev E 66 (2002), 051803/1-10). The fixing of
thermoresponsive microgels 3 having a core-shell structure
on the carrier area and the further treatment of the substrate
are performed as described above with regard to FIG. 1.

The thermoresponsive microgels 3 can form a closed
(FIG. 5) or an non-closed monolayer interrupted by gaps
(FIG. 6) on the carrier area 2. The regular array of the
thermoresponsive microgels according to FIG. 5 can be
generated by self-organization (formation of the densest
package). In contrast, with the non-closed layer according to
FIG. 6, the regular array of the thermoresponsive microgels
3 can be achieved by a pretreatment of the carrier area, e.g.
with locally applied adhesion-promoter islands. Differing
from FIGS. 5 and 6, the thermoresponsive microgels 3 can
form irregular arrays on the carrier area 2.

FIGS. 7 and 8 schematically illustrate that the anchoring
of the thermoresponsive microgels 3 on the carrier area 2 can
be improved if an adhesion promoter 4 is disposed on the
latter. The adhesion promoter 4 can cover the carrier area 2
completely (FIG. 7) and thus form the modified carrier area,
which is exposed for the fixing of the thermoresponsive
microgels 3. FIG. 8 shows a section of the substrate 10
according to the invention with the thermoresponsive micro-
gels 3 in the collapsed state (FIG. 8A) above the critical
temperature and in the non-collapsed state (FI1G. 8B) below
the critical temperature. Furthermore, FIG. 8B schematically
illustrates the binding variants provided between the adhe-
sion promoter 4 with the substrate body 1 on one hand and
the thermoresponsive particles 3 on the other hand. For
example, binding sites 3.6 can be provided at the free ends
of'the polymer chains 3.2 of the thermoresponsive microgels
3 for a covalent or biospecific binding 4.1 with the adhesion
promoter 4. The binding sites 3.6 can be formed during the
production of the microgel. The covalent bonds are based on
e.g. epoxy, carboxy, amino, hydrazide, thiol or maleimide
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bonds at the ends of the polymer chains 3.2. To form the
covalent or biospecific bond 4.1, the adhesion promoter
layer 4 is correspondingly provided with binding sites 4.2
which react with the binding sites 3.6 of the thermorespon-
sive microgels 3. At the same time, the binding sites 4.2 form
covalent or biospecific bonds with the substrate body 1. In
particular, the biospecific bonds can be formed by receptor-
ligand bonds, such as e.g. between streptavidin and biotin.

In the left part of FIG. 8B, it is schematically illustrated
that the effect of the adhesion promoter 4 can be based on an
unspecific interaction 4.3 with the thermoresponsive par-
ticles 3 on the one hand and with the substrate body 1 on the
other hand.

The adhesion promoter 4 comprises e.g. a biotin layer
having a thickness of from 1 nm to 1 um (see Spinke et al.
in “J. Chem. Phys.” 99 (1993), 7012; Hong et al. in “Progr.
Colloid Polym. Sci.” 93 (1993), 98; Zao et al. in “Electroa-
nal.” 18 (2006), 1737). The layer is formed on the surface of
the substrate body 1 with methods known per se, such as e.g.
spin coating or self-assembling from the solution.

The substrate 10 according to the invention can be part of
a cultivation device 30, as illustrated exemplarily in FIG. 9.
The cultivation device 30 comprises a culture vessel 31
having a bottom 32 and a circumferential side wall 33. The
culture vessel 31 is intended for receiving a liquid culture
medium 34 which can be introduced into the culture vessel
31 via a supply line 35 and can be removed from the culture
vessel 31 via an outlet line 36. The substrate 10 according to
the invention is arranged on the bottom 32. Alternatively, the
bottom 32 forms the substrate 10. The thermoresponsive
particles 3 are disposed in an exposed manner on the side of
the substrate 10 facing the inside of the culture vessel 31.
Biological cells 20, 21 are present on the substrate 10.

Furthermore, FIG. 9 schematically illustrates a device for
setting the temperature 40 and a manipulator device 50. By
means of the device for setting the temperature 40, the
temperature of the substrate 10 or of subregions (segments)
of the substrate 10 can be set in a targeted manner from a
temperature above the critical temperature of the phase
transition of the thermoresponsive microgels 3 to a tempera-
ture below said critical temperature. The device for setting
the temperature comprises e.g. a heating device, such as e.g.
a resistance heater, or a combination of a heating device and
a cooling device, such as e.g. a Peltier cooler. The manipu-
lator device 50 comprises e.g. a supply line 51 through
which a cell suspension can be rinsed into the culture vessel
31.

Furthermore, the cultivation device 30 can be equipped
with a monitoring device, e.g. a microscope, and a measur-
ing device, e.g. a temperature sensor (not depicted).

FIGS. 10 to 17 illustrate different variants of the func-
tionalization of a substrate according to the invention with at
least one modulator substance which can be provided on the
carrier area of the substrate with modulator particles (e.g.
FIGS. 10 to 12) and/or as a modulator layer (e.g. FIGS. 13,
15). The at least one modulator substance generally com-
prises a single chemical substance or a composition of
chemical substances to which the biological cells have a
changed adhesion capability in comparison to the thermo-
responsive microgels (see above for examples) and/or with
which cellular reactions are inducible in the biological cells.

Substances triggering cellular reactions are generally sub-
stances which cause e.g. an increased adhesion, a migration
(cell migration), a differentiation (in particular stem cell
differentiation), a change of the activation status or a change
of the malignity by binding to surface receptors of the
biological cells. Such substances are e.g.:
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chemokines, such as e.g. FGF induce chemotaxis, or

osteonectin (induces differentiation of stem cells into

cardiac muscle cells).

The combination of differently acting modulator sub-
stances advantageously allows for the targeted setting of
predetermined physical or chemical surface properties. As
the at least one modulator substance can be added to the
dispersion of colloidal particles of the thermoresponsive
polymer during the preparation of the microgel, the thermo-
responsive microgels and the at least one modulator sub-
stance can be freely combined like modules. The surface of
the substrate according to the invention can be designed like
a modular building block system.

In the example schematically shown in FIG. 10, thermo-
responsive microgels 3, plastic particles coated with cell-
attracting molecules (adhesion-increasing modulator par-
ticles 5.1) and plastic particles coated with cell-repelling
molecules (adhesion-reducing modulator particles 5.2) are
combined. The modulator particles 5.1, 5.2 have a diameter
which is chosen e.g. within the range of from 50 nm to 1 pm.

FIG. 11 schematically illustrates the different effects of
the combination of thermoresponsive microgels 3 with adhe-
sion-increasing modulator particles 5.1 and adhesion-reduc-
ing modulator particles 5.2 (symbolized in FIG. 11A).
According to FIG. 11B, the adhesion-increasing modulator
particles 5.1 cause through a relatively high number of
binding sites for the adherent attachment of the cell 21 that
a relatively small contact area is formed between the cell 21
and the substrate surface. With the smaller contact area, the
cell 21 contacts a relatively small number of thermorespon-
sive microgels 3 such that their effect is reduced in a
temperature-dependent phase transition. As a result, a strong
bond of the cell 21 to the substrate 10 is achieved.

According to FIG. 11C, adhesion-reducing modulator
particles 5.2 cause the opposite effect. The cell 21 is dis-
tributed on the surface of the substrate 10 to find binding
sites for the adhesion contacts of the cell 21. The cell 21
correspondingly gets into contact with a relatively large
number of thermoresponsive microgels 3. A phase transition
of the thermoresponsive microgels 3 thus has a stronger
effect than in the case of the adhesion-increasing modulator
particles 5.1 (FIG. 11B). The adhesion of the cell 21 on the
surface of the substrate 10 is reduced.

By setting the quantitative mixing ratios of the thermo-
responsive microgels 3 with at least one type of the modu-
lator particles 5.1, 5.2 in the dispersion for the preparation
of the microgels, the adhesion properties (adherence or
detachment parameters) of the substrate surface can thus
advantageously be varied across a wide range while the
thermoresponsive character of the surface is maintained and
the surface possesses optimal adhesion properties for one
cell type or several cell types. Advantageously, the mixing
ratios in the carrier solutions for the preparation of the
dispersions can be generated simply by weighing. The use of
the microgel dispersion containing the particles of the ther-
moresponsive polymer and the modulator particles allows
for the concerted transfer onto the carrier area of the
substrate in a single deposition step.

The size ratios of the biological cell 21 on the one hand
and the microgels 3, 5.1 and 5.2 chosen in the schematic
illustration of FIG. 11 are chosen for practical reasons in
terms of the drawing. In contrast to the illustration, signifi-
cantly smaller particle sizes, e.g. up to 50 nm or less, or else
bigger particles, e.g. 10 um, can be used.

According to another variant of the invention, particles
having different sizes can be combined on the surface of the
substrate 10, as exemplarily illustrated in FIG. 12. For
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example, the adhesion-increasing modulator particles 5.1
can have a bigger radius than the thermoresponsive micro-
gels 3 (FIG. 12A). In this case, the adhesion-increasing
effect of the modulator particles 5.1 is enhanced as these are
better accessible for the cell 21 in comparison to the ther-
moresponsive microgels 3. In contrast thereto, according to
FIG. 12B, the effect of the modulator particles 5.2 is reduced
with adhesion-reducing modulator particles 5.2 whose
radius is smaller than the radius of the thermoresponsive
microgels 3. Further combinations, such as e.g. smaller
adhesion-increasing modulator particles 5.1 and/or bigger
adhesion-reducing modulator particles 5.2, are likewise pos-
sible.

As aresult, not only the adhesion properties of the surface
can be set but it is also possible to provide a certain
granularity of the surface. The provision of a grainy surface
means that a surface topology with elevations and indenta-
tions is generated. The granularity of the surface can advan-
tageously be adapted to typical dimensions of the adhesion
pattern of a certain cell type (human and bovine capillary
endothelial cells, see C. S. Chen et al. in “Science” 276
(1997), 1425; and C2C12 muscle cells, see U. Joos et al. in
“Eur. J. Cell Bio.” 85 (2006), 225).

FIG. 13 illustrates another variant of the invention in
which the at least one modulator substance in combination
with the thermoresponsive microgels 3 is provided as an
adhesion-increasing modulator layer 5.3 or as an adhesion-
reducing modulator layer 5.4 (FIG. 13A). In this case, too,
a modular design of the surface of the substrate 10 is
advantageously achieved by superposing the interaction of
the cell 21 with the different components. In contrast to the
use of modulator particles, the at least one modulator
substance is not added to the microgel but provided in an
additional deposition step by coating the carrier area of the
substrate body before or after the application of the ther-
moresponsive microgels.

FIG. 13B illustrates the effect of an adhesion-increasing
modulator layer 5.3 which analogously to FIG. 11B results
in a reduced contact area of the cell 21 and thus a reduced
effect of the thermoresponsive microgels 3. In contrast
thereto, according to FIG. 13C, the adhesion-reducing
modulator layer 5.4 provides for a distribution of the cell and
thus an enhanced effect of the thermoresponsive microgels
3.

While the thermoresponsive microgels 3 are coupled in
the variants of FIGS. 13B and 13C via one of the above-
described connection types with the substrate body, accord-
ing to FIG. 13D, the alternative possibility exists to connect
the thermoresponsive microgels 3 with the adhesion-in-
creasing modulator layer 5.3. In this case, the adhesion-
increasing modulator layer 5.3 fulfills a double function as
an adhesion promoter (see above, FIGS. 7, 8) and as a
modulator substance.

According to another (not depicted) variant, the thermo-
responsive microgels 3 can initially be connected with the
substrate body 1 and the adhesion-increasing or adhesion-
reducing modulator layer can subsequently be applied.

FIGS. 14, 15 and 16 illustrate embodiments of the inven-
tion in which the thermoresponsive microgels, the adhesion
promoter and/or the modulator substance are disposed on the
carrier area of the substrate body with at least one density
gradient. These embodiments are particularly beneficial for
the manipulation of biological cells in the cultivation in
co-cultures. By means of the formation of density gradients,
the surface properties of the substrate can be modified in
such a way that a migration (cell migration) of the adherent
cells depending on the cell type is induced. To this end, a
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concentration gradient (FIGS. 14, 15) and/or a function
gradient (FIG. 16) of at least one modulator substance
having chemotactic properties can be provided.

According to FIG. 14, thermoresponsive microgels 3 and
adhesion-increasing modulator particles 5.1 are disposed on
the carrier area 2 of the substrate body 1 in such a way that
a higher area density of the thermoresponsive particles 3 is
generated in a first subregion 1.1 in comparison to the
adhesion-increasing modulator particles 5.1 and, vice versa,
a lower density of the thermoresponsive microgels 3 is
generated in a second subregion 1.2 in comparison to the
adhesion-increasing modulator particles 5.1. As a result, a
density gradient 6 is formed which is characterized along the
carrier area 2 by an increasing area density of the adhesion-
increasing modulator particles 5.1 or a decreasing area
density of the thermoresponsive microgels 3. The density
gradient 6 schematically illustrated in FIG. 14 can in prac-
tice be generated stepwise by the deposition of microgels
having different compositions on different subregions of the
substrate body 1.

According to FIG. 14, to cultivate biological cells 21 from
a first cell type of interest together with feeder cells 22, the
formation of the co-culture is provided in the first subregion
1.1 with a high content of the thermoresponsive particles 3
(step S1). Following the cultivation comprising e.g. a dif-
ferentiation of the cells 21, the feeder cells 22 migrate out of
the first subregion 1.1 under the specific action of the
adhesion-increasing modulator particles 5.1 (migration 7,
step S2). Subsequently, the detachment of the cells of
interest 21 takes place by inducing the phase transition of the
thermoresponsive microgels 3 by a temperature change of
the substrate 10 and significantly reducing the adhesion
capability for biological cells 21 in the subregion 1.1. The
cells 21 can then be removed from the substrate 10, e.g. with
a manipulation device, as shown in FIG. 9.

To instigate the cells to migrate in a cell type-specific
manner, a number of modulator substances is available. For
example, fMLP (formyl-methionyl-leucyl-proline) only
affects the migration of HLL 60 leukemia cells while other
cell types remain unaffected.

The principle of the selective migration 7 of one cell type
from a mixture of adherent cells schematically shown in
FIG. 14 can correspondingly be generalized to the mixture
of more than two cell types, wherein the adhesion-increasing
modulator substance is chosen such that at least one cell type
from the mixture migrates away or at least one cell type
remains unchanged and shows no migration. Through this,
small cell samples having low cell numbers, in particular of
less than 10° cells, can advantageously be separated after the
co-cultivation.

The separation of mixtures of different cell types is not
limited to the use of adhesion-increasing modulator par-
ticles. Alternatively or additionally, thermoresponsive par-
ticles 3 can be combined with adhesion-increasing modula-
tor layers 5.3, as schematically illustrated in FIG. 15. A
density gradient 6 is formed between a first subregion 1.1 of
the substrate body 1 with an increased area density of the
thermoresponsive microgels 3 and another subregion 1.2 of
the substrate body 1 with an increased area density of the
adhesion-increasing modulator layer 5.3. Analogous to FIG.
14, the deposition and co-culture of the biological cells of
interest 21 together with the feeder cells 22 is initially
performed (step S1), subsequently the cell type-specific
migration 7 of the feeder cells 22 out of the cell mixture (step
S2) and finally the detachment of the cell of interest 21 via
the temperature-induced phase transition of the thermo-
responsive microgels 3 (step S3).
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Different options are available for the detachment of the
cells 21. According to FIGS. 15 and 16, the temperature of
the entire substrate 10 can be lowered below the critical
temperature (LCST). This is in particular possible if the cells
22 remaining adherent in the subregion 1.2 remain unaf-
fected by the phase transition of the thermoresponsive
particles 3. Alternatively, a local reduction of the tempera-
ture can be provided, as schematically illustrated in FIG. 16.
In this embodiment of the invention, the device for setting
the temperature 40 (see also FIG. 9) is operatively arranged
locally on the subregion 1.1 of the substrate body 1. In this
case, the phase transition of the thermoresponsive microgels
3 can be induced locally limited within the subregion 1.1
while the thermoresponsive microgels remain unchanged in
other subregions.

However, the cell type-specific migration on the substrate
surface does not necessarily require a density gradient.
Alternatively or additionally, chemotactically acting sub-
stances 8 can be added to the culture medium, as schemati-
cally illustrated in FIG. 17.

According to FIG. 17, a substrate 10 according to the
invention is used, on whose substrate body 1 the thermo-
responsive particles 3 are disposed homogeneously distrib-
uted. Following the co-cultivation of the cells 21, 22 on the
substrate 10 (step S1), the addition of chemotactically acting
substances 8 to the culture medium is performed such that a
migration 7 of the cells is induced. By choosing the chemot-
actically acting substance 8, the migration 7 can be induced
in a cell type-specific manner.

For example, fMLP only causes a migration of HL. 60
leukemia cells while cells from cell lines obtained from
healthy tissue remain unaffected.

To detach the cells of interest 21, a locally limited
temperature reduction takes place in step S3. The thermo-
responsive particles 3 show the phase transition in the
non-collapsed state such that the cell 21 can be detached.

FIG. 18 shows another variant of the invention in which
the substrate 10 is equipped with a cultivation cavity 9. The
cultivation cavity 9 can be used for the in vitro simulation of
differentiation processes in stem cell niches. For example, in
the biological organism, stem cells are held available in
cavities with a predetermined biochemical and/or cellular
lining (see David T. Scadden in “Nature” 441 (2006), 1075;
M. C. Dusseiller et al. in “Biointerphases™ 1 (2006), P1) and
subjected to a differentiation. An example for such a stem
cell niche are hair follicles.

By means of the cultivation cavity 9 of the substrate 10
according to the invention, a micro-environment for bio-
logical cells 21 is created in which the conditions in the
organism are reproduced. Conventional cell manipulation
techniques for the lining of artificial cultivation cavities with
biological cells require the use of optical tweezers or dielec-
trophoretically acting elements. This is disadvantageous in
terms of the apparatus expenditure and the complex meth-
ods. This problem is solved with the substrate according to
the invention according to FIG. 18 by the fact that cells
targetedly migrate into the cultivation cavity 9.

According to step S1 in FIG. 18, a cell mixture of
biological cells 21, 22 which are to be disposed in the
cultivation cavity 9 are applied in a first subregion 1.1 of the
substrate body 1 and optionally cultivated. In a second step
S2, the targeted migration of the cells 21, 22 into the
cultivation cavity 9 takes place wherein one of the above-
mentioned mechanisms, e.g. a density gradient, and/or a
chemotactic substance acting from the culture medium are
used.
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The features of the invention disclosed in the previous
description, the drawings and the claims can be significant
individually as well as in combination for the realization of
the invention in its different embodiments.

The invention claimed is:

1. A substrate for receiving biological cells, comprising:

a substrate body having a carrier area,

thermoresponsive microgel particles fixed on the carrier

area, and

modulator particles fixed on the carrier area and compris-

ing at least one modulator substance with which bio-
logical cells have an adhesion capability which differs
from the adhesion capability of the biological cells to
the thermoresponsive microgel particles, and/or with
which cellular reactions are inducible by binding to
surface receptors of the biological cells,

wherein the thermoresponsive microgel particles: (a) con-

sist of at least one thermoresponsive polymer and/or (b)
have a core-shell structure with shells consisting of at
least one thermoresponsive polymer, and

wherein the at least one modulator substance of the

modulator particles is effective to influence cultivation
conditions on the substrate without affecting a tempera-
ture behavior of the thermoresponsive microgel par-
ticles.

2. The substrate according to claim 1, in which the
thermoresponsive microgel particles comprise at least one
uncharged and non-ionizable polymer.

3. The substrate according to claim 1, in which the
thermoresponsive polymer microgel particles comprise at
least one polymer that is a homopolymer of one of the
following formulas or a copolymer of more than one of the
following formulas:

1
N 0, M s N O
Rz/ \K N\
Atew,
O

with R;=H or alkyl, with R, and R;=H, alkyl, alkenyl,
alkynyl or aryl, with 2=n=<10.

4. The substrate according to claim 1, in which at least one
terminal unit of a backbone of the polymer includes a
coupling group to the carrier area.

5. The substrate according to claim 1, in which the
thermoresponsive microgel particles comprise:

poly-(N-isopropyl acrylamide).

6. The substrate according to claim 1, in which the
thermoresponsive microgel particles comprise at least two
different polymers and/or have different diameters.

7. The substrate according to claim 1, in which

the thermoresponsive microgel particles have a diameter

which is at least 10 nm and at most 50 pm.

8. The substrate according to claim 1, in which

the thermoresponsive microgel particles have core-shell

structures.

9. The substrate according to claim 8, having at least one
of the following features:

only the shells of the thermoresponsive microgel particles

are thermoresponsive,

cohesion of the cores of the thermoresponsive microgel

particles is caused by secondary-valence interactions,

R;
O

5

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

24

cohesion of the cores of the thermoresponsive microgel
particles is caused by chemical cross-linking,
a thickness of the shells of the thermoresponsive microgel
particles is at least 10 nm,
and/or one of the following features:
polymer chains in the shells of the thermoresponsive
microgel particles are not cross-linked, or
polymer chains in the shells of the thermoresponsive
microgel particles are cross-linked, wherein the number
of cross-linking points between the chains is no greater
than 1 per 20 repeating units compared to repeating
units of chains that are not cross-linked.
10. The substrate according to claim 1, in which the
thermoresponsive microgel particles comprise a monolayer.
11. The substrate according to claim 1, in which
the carrier area further comprises an adhesion promotor
which is not the at least one modulator substance of the
modulator particles.
12. The substrate according to claim 1, further comprising
a density gradient on the carrier area, wherein the density
gradient comprises at least one of a thermoresponsive micro-
gel particles density gradient, an adhesion promoter density
gradient and a modulator substance particles density gradi-
ent.
13. The substrate according to claim 1, further comprising
at least one cultivation cavity on the carrier area.
14. The substrate according to claim 1, in which the
substrate body is part of a cultivation device.
15. A method for the preparation of a substrate according
to claim 1, comprising the steps:
providing a substrate body having a carrier area,
preparing a dispersion of thermoresponsive microgel par-
ticles,
contacting the dispersion of the thermoresponsive micro-
gel particles with the carrier area,
fixing the dispersion of the thermoresponsive microgel
particles on the carrier area, and
contacting modulator substance particles with the carrier
area.
16. The method according to claim 15, further comprising
the step of:
applying an adhesion promoter to the carrier area, and
sterilizing the carrier area.
17. A method for cultivating biological cells on the
substrate according to claim 1 comprising the steps:
contacting biological cells with the substrate, and
cultivating the biological cells under incubation condi-
tions to cause adherence, growth, differentiation and/or
migration of the biological cells.
18. The method according to claim 17, wherein:
the adherence of the biological cells on the substrate is
effected by adjusting the temperature of the incubation
conditions,
the migration of at least one type of the biological cells is
effected by the presence of a density gradient of modu-
lator substance particles that specifically act on the at
least one type of the biological cells, and/or
the migration of at least one type of the biological cells is
effected by the presence of a density gradient of modu-
lator substance particles on the substrate such that the
biological cells migrate into a cultivation cavity on the
carrier.
19. A substrate for receiving biological cells, comprising:
a substrate body having a carrier area,
thermoresponsive microgel particles fixed on the carrier
area, and
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modulator particles fixed on the carrier area and compris-
ing at least one modulator substance with which bio-
logical cells have an adhesion capability which differs
from the adhesion capability of the biological cells to
the thermoresponsive microgel particles, and/or with 5
which cellular reactions are inducible by binding to
surface receptors of the biological cells,

wherein the thermoresponsive microgel particles are
spaced apart from the modulator particles such that the
at least one modulator substance of the modulator 10
particles is effective to influence cultivation conditions
on the substrate without affecting a temperature behav-
ior of the termoresponsive microgel particles.
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